Carotid plaque morphology correlates with presenting symptomatology.
In carotid artery disease, correlation of carotid plaque morphology with the patient's presenting symptoms has drawn conflicting conclusions. The purpose of this series was to correlate carotid plaque characteristics with the presenting symptoms from a large cohort of patients who underwent operation for carotid artery disease. From a series of 1252 consecutive patients who underwent carotid endarterectomy, presenting symptoms were divided into three groups: transiently symptomatic (transient ischemic attack [TIA] or amaurosis fugax), prior stroke, and asymptomatic. Plaque characteristics, including ulceration, intraplaque hemorrhage, and degree of stenosis, were recorded prospectively for 1008 procedures. All endarterectomy specimens were inspected during the procedure, and plaque characteristics were recorded immediately after operation. There was a higher incidence of plaque ulceration in the transiently symptomatic and prior stroke groups (391 of 508 [77%] and 91 of 115 [79%]) than in the asymptomatic cohort (231 of 385 [60%]; p < 0.0001, chi2 test). There was no significant difference in the incidence of plaque hemorrhage between the transiently symptomatic and prior stroke patients compared with the asymptomatic patients. There was no statistical difference for ulcerated plaque or plaque hemorrhage between the transiently symptomatic and prior stroke group. Intraplaque hemorrhage occurred more frequently in patients with high-grade stenosis (90% to 99%) than in those with less than 90% stenosis (202 of 299 [68%] versus 97 of 299 [32%]; p = 0.01, chi2 test). On gross examination of the carotid specimen in the operating room, plaque ulceration correlates with an initial presentation of amaurosis fugax, TIA, or prior stroke compared with patients operated on for asymptomatic disease. The presence of intraplaque hemorrhage is associated with more advanced stenosis of the internal carotid artery. These findings suggest that plaque morphology does play an important role in the presentation of carotid artery disease.